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'House/ which urged a reduction in the rate of wages as a necessary
condition of England retaining her foreign trade, and the 'Speaker'
was good enough to send me a note of congratulation on my
speech, an act of courtesy which greatly encouraged me, and gave
me a pleasure which was only surpassed when, many years later, I
received a similar note from the Speaker of the House of Commons.
It was perhaps natural that as soon as possible we should wish
to put youthful enthusiasm to the test of a parliamentary election,
and the opportunity to do so was not long delayed* The annual
conference of the Amalgamated Union of Engineers was held in
Nottingham in the autumn of 1884, and among the delegates who
attended it was one whose name was to become famous as the leader
of the great dock strike of 18 8 9, and later as the first workman to
become a member of a British cabinet. Mr. John Burns was then
a member of the Social Democratic Federation, and one of its most
effective speakers* He was then about twenty-five years of age,
and in the full strength of his young manhood. His power as a
popular street - corner orator was probably unequalled in that
generation. He had a voice of unusual range, a big chest capacity;
and he possessed great physical and nervous vitality. His method
of attracting a crowd was, immediately he rose to speak, and for
one or two minutes only, to open all the stops of his organ-like
voice, roar like a bull of Bashan, when the crowd, always fickle
and ready to desert for any diverting novelty any one to whom they
were listening, would immediately leave other meetings and crowd
round his platform with an eagerness which could not have been
more marked had he been giving away something that they greatly
desired. The crowd once secured, his vocal energy was modified,
but his vitality and masterful diction held his audience against
all competitors. On the Sundays preceding and following the
conference, he addressed meetings in the Great Market Place, the
result of which was that he became the 'Social Democratic' candi-
date for West Nottingham, and between then and the general
election, which occurred in the following year, he often visited
the town.
Burns would be the last person in the world to claim that a
shrinking modesty was his chief characteristic, and his endeavours
to cultivate that captivating quality were always under strict control.
He had self-assurance to a degree which too easily made enemies,
and not infrequently embarrassed his friends. Those who did not
know him well were apt to mistake his physical exuberance and